To increase the accuracy of writing and speaking skills, students need to understand how to use the language by learning the basic parts of speech and observing grammatical structures in a meaningful context.
teaching the perfect tenses in Spanish must rely heavily on translation; I also emphasize how in both Spanish and English the perfect tenses express time relationships. Having students discuss hypothetically what they have done to prepare for my surprise party usually brings some interesting replies but consequently students understand how this tense exists in time. In learning language acquisition, meaningfulness derives from context. Similarly, students under stand clearly that sentences containing subordinate clauses beginning with si necessitate the use of the imperfect subjunctive when the main-clause verb is in the conditional if they themselves have to create sentences about what they would do if they were rich. The accuracy of student translations and willingness to speak in Spanish will increase when students have a specific context in which to use grammatical structures.
Given their linguistic lacunas, however, many beginning students find themselves initially As teachers of Spanish, we realize that we must seek that very delicate balance between teaching the structure of the language and making it so alien, so foreign, so disconnected from tangible reality that students lose interest. By focusing too rigidly on grammar and translation without providing context, learning Spanish becomes as meaningless to some students as drawing up blueprints for a magnificent home built in a vacuum. Obviously, many middle and high schools as well as colleges and universities lack state-of-the-art language laboratories complete with sophisticated computers as study aids that provide grammar and speaking practice capable of connecting students to Spanish speakers around the globe. However, other ways to provide a meaningful context for students are just as effective. Indeed, our often computer-sawy students who have been members of the latch-key generation may actually prefer that we rather than a machine engage them. Proverbs, poetry, and popular songs provide an excellent context for students of all ages in which to reinforce the teaching of grammar.3 They showcase grammar in a memorable form that facilitates student learning and also furnish numerous opportunities for meaningful discussion.
Both the grammar method and the spoken method are effective in language-learning but the two in combination seem to work best. Derived appropriately from the Latin lingua, sometimes the hardest part of our job is actually to get students to use their tongues, to speak Spanish which is crucial if they are actually to absorb the language. Incorporating proverbs, poetry, and songs into daily lessons helps in coaxing students to speak Spanish by engaging the students' atten tion intellectually and emotionally. Another advantage of using proverbs, poems, and songs with beginning and even intermediate students?besides the almost effortless acquisition of new vocabulary?is that the wisdom, ideas, themes, passion and artistry enclosed in those words humanize the teacher in the students' eyes. The teacher no longer seems so removed from the problems, concerns, and attitudes of human beings generally. Furthermore, students of Hispanic background (although not all speak Spanish fluently) often connect culturally with the content and offer valuable insights from personal experience.
Anyone who has taught Spanish for a few years can anticipate the grammatical pitfalls for beginning students including verb conjugations, uses of the definite article, possessive adjectives, object pronouns, ser vs. estar, the preterit vs. the imperfect, the subjunctive vs. the indicative, appropriate structures to make comparisons and so on.4 Since the best chance of capturing and focusing students' attention is at the beginning of the class, my technique is to begin by writing a proverb or a few lines from a poem or song on the board. Together the class repeats after me for pronunciation practice.5 Then as we translate, we examine the grammar. Next, in his or her own words a student explains the meaning, which is sometimes figurative. Lastly we discuss together related topics suggested by the proverb, poem or song. This process typically lasts eight to ten minutes and effectively shifts the students' minds from the English-speaking world to that of Spanish. Assiduously, the students copy down the new lines into their note books. Some teachers may offer extra points to students who memorize a certain number of proverbs, poems or songs for a test. Some proverbs used successfully in my classes include: In addition to proverbs, excerpts of poems beginning with a brief introduction in Spanish on the life of the author intrigue the students, as does pointing out the author's country of origin on a map. Most foreign-language teachers are well acquainted with students' lack of awareness of geography?another area in which foreign-language instructors can contribute to the general education of the student.6 Poetry also reveals the musicality of the language, the rhymes and rhythms, and allows teaching simple poetic devices like alliteration.
Among poems used effectively with my students is Gabriela Mistral's Meciendo. The brief opening stanza of this very beautiful poem appears below: Grammar: verb conjugation; articles; adjectives; object and relative pronouns.
Conversation Topic: El simbolismo y el idealismo representados por la rosa blanca.
Mart?'s Versos sencillos (I, V, III, in that order) form the basis of the eloquent and popular song Guantanamera which also provides a rich forum for discussion. It was a student in my Spanish 102 class who first inspired me to supplement teaching of grammar with proverbs, poems, and songs, generating many wonderful discussions. That young man inquired one day?not rudely, but certainly insistently?why he should learn the Spanish equivalent of words like cufflinks and costume jewelry (Garner, Rusch, and Dom?nguez). To this practical-minded student it seemed a monumental waste of his time. For him and for too many students, Spanish seems only endless conjugations and lists of alphabetized, static vocabulary words crammed into square boxes to memorize for tests which are promptly forgotten as useless.
These same people may eventually be members of boards of education and vote down foreign language programs or college vice-presidents who decimate foreign-language budgets, turning the professors into Don Quixotes charging windmills. Providing a good answer to that student's question was therefore essential, and fortunately, a text containing the song Mu?equita linda included some vocabulary studied in that particular lesson. I wrote the song on the board:
Mu?equita linda, de cabellos de oro, de dientes de perla y labios de rub?.
Dime si me quieres, como yo te adoro, si de m? te acuerdas, como yo de ti.
A veces escucho un eco divino, que envuelto en la brisa parece decir: ?Yo te quiero mucho, mucho, mucho, mucho, tanto como entonces, siempre hasta morir. (Resnick, Giuliano, and Golding) As a class we translated the song, examined the grammar, and discussed the meaning of the song, including the context of se?oritas and the traditional serenade (from the Italian sera), explaining that young men traditionally accompanied their evening love songs with the guitar brought by the Moors when they invaded Spain. In Spanish, we discussed examples of the Don Juan prototype and even the Do?a Juana as characters in movies the students had seen.
The true object of language is communication both written and oral. The ability to express thoughts with greater precision and sophistication grows as students' understanding of the language increases by seeing grammatical structures in a clear context. But students require ample opportunities to learn by doing. As they write and speak the language properly, they come naturally to comprehend how Spanish works. In my experience, proverbs, poems, and songs can be an enjoyable and profitable way to help sharpen students' awareness and comprehension of grammar while simultaneously enhancing their vocabulary and willingness to speak out in class. Students may thus appreciate firsthand the beauty, richness and depth of the Spanish language as they recognize the universality of ideas and emotions that connect us all.
NOTES
Students may learn how frequently we use the subjunctive by seeing sentences like these on the board:
A. I wish he were here, (wish) 
